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Abstract
La pragmatique se définit comme une sous-discipline de la linguistique qui prend
pour objets d’étude des phénomènes langagiers dont le sens est intimement
lié au contexte dans lequel ils apparaissent. Mais quelle vision nouvelle cette
discipline peut-elle apporter aux études sur le langage des personnes âgées ?
Nous verrons que la prise en compte de (micro-)phénomènes langagiers peut
constituer une aide pour décoder les attitudes et les émotions chez la personne
âgée (par ex., le marqueur de discours ben ou un hochement de tête). Après avoir
présenté les enjeux des recherches sur corpus dans le domaine du vieillissement,
les corpus Corpage et CorpAGEst, constitués de dialogues entre un adulte et
une personne très âgée, seront présentés. Nous verrons ensuite comment une
approche multimodale de l’interaction (combinant gestes et parole) peut mener
à dresser un profil pragmatique individuel de la personne âgée en situation de
communication réelle. Nous no...
Document type : Communication à un colloque (Conference Paper)
Référence bibliographique
Bolly, Catherine. Pragmatique et gestualité : pour une meilleure compréhension du langage des
personnes âgées.Communiquer avec la personne âgée. Regards croisés sur l’usage langagier
de nos aînés / Communicating with the elderly people. What about their language in use? (CLARe
2014) (Université catholique de Louvain, 08/10/2014).
Pragma&cs)and)gesture.)For)a)be3er)
understanding)of)the)elderly’s)language)
Catherine Bolly  
CNRS, UMR 7023 Structures Formelles du Langage 
Université catholique de Louvain, Valibel – Discours et variation 
catherine.bolly@uclouvain.be 
CLARe International Workshop 
Université catholique de Louvain, 8 October 2014 
Communication, interaction and aging 
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(ID code: ageDI1; Pseudo: Irène; Age: 95; Source: CorpAGEst 2013; Task 2 Socio-
economic evolution; Time code: 00:00:45) 
What characteristics? 
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Inès: …et quels moyens de transport vous 
utilisez vous / quand avant  
Irène: moi ? 
Inès: oui 
Irène: ah ! 
Inès: vous saviez conduire ? 
Irène: non 
Inès: non jamais eu le permis ? 
!  Speech + Gestures (“avant”, “conduire”) 
!  Syntactic oversimplification (“jamais eu le permis”) 
!  Vocalization of silent /!/ (“on vous reconnaît”) 
!  Slow speech delivery 
!  Repetitions 
(ID code: ageDI1; Pseudo: Irène; Age: 95; Source: CorpAGEst 2013; Task 2 Socio-
economic evolution; Time code: 00:00:45) 
What characteristics? 
Communication, interaction and aging 
Communication, interaction and aging 
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“[W]hen people interact they 
adjust their speech, their vocal 
patterns and their gestures, to 
accommodate to others” (Turner 
& West, 2010) 
 
"  Overaccommodation (Harwood 
2007), Patronizing talk, 
Elderspeak, secondary baby 
talk 
#  Accommodation Communication Theory 
Pragmatic competence of the elderly 
5 
The pragmatic competence as the ability to use available language 
resources in a contextually appropriate manner 
“Such resources include pragmatic strategies like directness and indirectness, routines, 
and a large range of linguistic forms which can intensify or soften communicative 
acts” (Kasper, 1997) 
 
#  Pragmatic language skills usually studied in the Pathology of Aging 
(Berrewaerts et al. 2003): Information processing efficiency, cohesion/
coherence in discourse, narrative competence (e.g. OTV), 
conversational turn-taking and discourse structure, use of speech-acts 
and repair 
 
#  Surprisingly, only very little attention has been paid to date to the 
study of pragmatic competence of very old healthy people (>75 years) 
from the angle of language production in real-world settings (Hamilton, 
2001; Bolly, 2011; Bolly & Sandoz, 2012) 
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#   Empathic ability and the psycho-cognitive perspective  
>>> Social Cognition and Pragmatics 
!  The healthy subjects’ advancing age may be accompanied by a loss of 
empathic ability, liable to affect their ability to successfully engage in 
social interaction (Bailey and Henry, 2008) 
 
#   The Pragmatic Change Hypothesis 
>>> Psychology and Pragmatics 
!  The age-associated increase in copious off-topic speech as an adaptive 
strategy to meet age-associated changes in communicative goals and 
social context (James et al., 1998) 
"  Off-target verbosity (OTV): decrease in coherence together with an 
increase in amount of speech (loquaciousness) (Arbuckle et al., 2000) 
Inspiring observation from literature 
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#  Discourse markers and the linguistic perspective  
>>> Clinical and Discursive Pragmatics 
!  Increase and repeated use of discourse markers (e.g., so, oh, well) in the 
aging subject (at early stage of dementia already), as a compensatory 
strategy to remain involved in the interaction (Davis et al., 2013; Davis and 
Maclagan, 2014) 
# Gestures and the nonverbal perspective  
>>> Psychology and Multimodal Pragmatics 
!  Decrease in the frequency of use of representational gestures (Feyereisen 
and Havard, 1999) coinciding with an increase in beats among older people 
(vs. young people) 
$  Task-sensitive (under various imagery conditions: visual, motor, and 
mental)  
$  Weakened forms of representational gestures > Functional 
specialization of beats in later life, mainly when a greater mastery of 
verbal competence was observed at earlier periods of life 
Inspiring observation from literature 
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The Corpage corpus  
“Reference corpus for the elderly’s language” 
#  Design of the corpus (Bolly, Masse & Meire, 2012) 
!  Interview guide and design of tasks  
!  Informed consent (spoken/written) 
!  Writing of data card (for anonymized metadata), giving 
information about: 
$  Interaction situation (duration, level of formality, etc.) 
$  Interviewer/interviewee (age, sex, education, profession, mother tongue, 
geographic origin, living environment, social tie between interlocutors, level 
of subjective health, etc.) 
In collaboration with: 
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The Corpage corpus 
“Reference corpus for the elderly’s language” 
Jeanne – … et anorexique je ne parvenais pas à le retenir / j’ai / alors je 
pense à quelque ch/ je pensais à anus (rires) / comme c’est quand même le 
tube digestif hein qui est en bas (rires) et ça va depuis lors je n’oublie plus 
(rires) et encore l’autre jour aussi un mot / tiens je ne sais p/ tu vois / si / 
j’ai / j’oublie certains mots / ’fin / je retombe dessus après hein… 
(ID code: ageJM1; Pseudo: Jeanne; Age: 90; Source: Corpage 2012; Task 1 Line life; 
Time code: 1:13:10) 
Interview N°1 
(Master student* + 
Old person) 
Interview N°2 
(Master student* + 
Old person) 
Task 
Type 
Task 1A: 
Milestones in aging 
Task 1B: Self-
perception of aging 
today 
Size (estimation): 
•  2.5 M words  
•  180 hrs. audio 
•  106 very old people (> 75 y.) 
•  212 face to face, semi-directed 
interviews* 
> 5% anonymized, normalized 
 
Native-speakers of French  
Living at home 
No major cognitive impairment 
*UCL: LPSYM2535, « Psychopathologie de la maturité 
et sénescence » (Ph. Meire) 
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The CorpAGEst corpus 
“Multimodal corpus for the elderly’s language” 
# Aim 
Establishing the gestural and verbal profile of very old people in normal 
aging, looking at their pragmatic competence from a naturalistic 
perspective 
 
# Hypothesis 
(Inter)subjective verbal and nonverbal language units as relevant cues 
for the measurement of empathic ability of the elderly  
CorpAGEst project (2013-2015) 
“A corpus-based multimodal approach to the pragmatic 
competence of the elderly”  
Marie Curie Intra-European Fellowship (PIEF-GA-2012-328282) 
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The CorpAGEst corpus 
“Multimodal corpus for the elderly’s language” 
Task Type 
Interview N°1 
(with a familiar 
person) 
Interview N°2 
(with an unknown 
person) 
Task A: Descriptive 
task with a focus on 
past events 
Task 1A: 
Milestones in 
aging 
Task 2A: 
Milestones in 
progress 
Task B: Explicative 
task with a focus on 
present-day life 
Task 1B: Self-
perception of 
aging today 
Task 2B: Self-
perception of 
everyday 
environment 
Size 
•  250.000 words (estimation) 
•  16,8 hrs. audio-video  
o  1(2) sound signal(s), wav, mono, 
44.000 > 22.050 Hz, 16 bits 
o  2 cameras, H264, MPEG4 
•  9 very old people (mean age: 85; F: 8; M: 1) 
•  18 face to face, semi-directed interviews 
 
Native-speakers of French  
Living at home (6) or in a residential home (3) 
No major injury or cognitive impairment 
 
+ French IRI test of empathy (Davis 1980) 
+ MoCA - Montreal Cognitive Assessment Test 
(Copyright© Dr Z. Nasreddine 2003 to 2014) 
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The CorpAGEst corpus 
Multi-level and multimodal annotation 
#  Understanding language interaction in its globality 
and in real-world settings 
#  Language = socially and temporally situated + 
embodied phenomena (vs. logocentric) (Mondada, 
2006, 2007) 
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The CorpAGEst corpus 
Multi-level and multimodal annotation 
#  Form-based approach (see Müller et al. 2013) 
extended and applied to facial expressions, 
gaze, hand gestures, and body gestures (head, 
shoulders, trunk, legs, feet,…)  
#  Towards a gradual and integrative view of 
gestures (see Bolly 2014; Bolly submitted) 
 
What are gestures? visible actions that are 
meaningful in context, thus including: 
 
  Non-representational gestures, which are 
traditionally recognized to fulfill a stressing or 
punctuating function in interaction (e.g., beats, 
motor movements) 
  (Self-)adaptors (e.g., nose-picking or scratching on 
the body) 
  Weakened forms of representational gestures 
with metanarrative (e.g., gesture + I would say) or 
interactive function (e.g., gesture + you know) 
“Potential” gesture units “Potential” discourse markers (DM) 
#  MDMA project - “A Model for Discourse 
Marker Annotation” (Bolly et al., 2014) 
 
What are discourse markers?  “phonologically 
short items that [are] not syntactically connected to 
the rest of the clause (i.e., is parenthetical), and 
[have] little or no referential meaning but serve[s] 
pragmatic or procedural purposes” (Brinton, 2008: 1) 
 
 
Pragmatic markers as “formally heterogeneous, multifunctional items, mostly non-
representational and oriented towards interpretation processes as cues to create a 
shared representation of the on-going language interaction” (Crible & Bolly, submitted) 
Syntax 
!  Category : VP, clause, NP, adv … 
!  Position in utterance : pre-field, initial, middle, end, post-
field 
!  Position in turn : initial, medial, final, autonomous 
!  Mobility : yes / no 
!  Optionality : yes / no 
Semantics 
!  Procedural meaning : procedural, conceptual, conc-proc 
!  Prototypical meaning or not : yes / no 
Co-text  
!  Co-occurrence : no / left / right / both 
!  Pause : no / left / right / both 
Degree of certainty : 1 – 3 
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#  Aim: Reconstruction of the emotional and attitudinal profile of healthy 
very old people in their everyday communication 
!  Psychological definition of empathy: the cognitive and affective ability to 
understand other people’s emotions and/or perspective and, often, to be in-tune 
with others’ emotional states (see Eisenberg et al. 2014) 
 
#  Research questions 
 
  To what extent do the verbal and nonverbal modes converge in the information they 
convey about the authentic emotional and attitudinal states of older people in their 
everyday communication?  
  More precisely, what can emotional or attitudinal markers reveal about the empathic 
ability of the old-old person?  
!  e.g., enfin ‘well’ or opening the eyes wide to indicate surprise; tu sais ‘you know’ 
and gaze towards the interlocutor (Kärkkäinen, 2006; Martin et al., 2006) 
The CorpAGEst corpus 
Example: Studying emotions from the face 
 
15 
Annotation scheme 
#  Plutchik’s wheel of emotions (32 
labels + 2) (1980) 
•  Based on 8 primary emotional dimensions 
organized in polarity dyads 
•  Declined into several combinations 
•  Nuanced according to the degree of intensity 
+ Annotation of the contextual relation (Gendron et 
al., 2012): complementary, redundant or conflicting  
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Example n°1 – Face + Emotions 
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Example n°2 – Face + Emotions + DMs 
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#  Subjects slightly differ in facial emotional richness, measured in terms of 
types of expressed emotions within the samples 
Some results (Nadine & Albertine) 
* TTR = Type Token Ratio 
Disapproval* 27*nega0ve* Neutral*
Pensiveness* 25*nega0ve* Low*
Annoyance* 19*nega0ve* Low*
A=en0on* 9*posi0ve* Low*
Interest* 7*posi0ve* Medium*
Trust* 7*posi0ve* Medium*
Disappointment* 6*nega0ve* Low*
Surprise* 5*nega0ve* Medium*
Joy* 3*posi0ve* Medium*
Albertine’s speech [*TTR = 0.08]  
9 categ. of emotion / 108 cases 
> narrower emotional panel 
Surprise* 22*nega0ve* Medium*
Pensiveness* 14*nega0ve* Low*
Annoyance* 13*nega0ve* Low*
Nostalgy* 9*posi0ve* Neutral*
Trust* 9*posi0ve* Medium*
Disappointm
ent* 8*nega0ve* Low*
Disapproval* 8*nega0ve* Neutral*
Joy* 8*posi0ve* Medium*
Fear* 7*nega0ve* Medium*
Sadness* 4*nega0ve* Medium*
Interest* 3*posi0ve* Medium*
Other* 3*other* Other*
Serenity* 3*posi0ve* Low*
Anger* 2*nega0ve* Medium*
Apprehensio
n* 1*nega0ve* Low*
A=en0on* 1*posi0ve* Low*
Disgust* 1*nega0ve* Medium*
Nadine’s speech [*TTR = 0.15] 
18 categ. of emotion / 122 cases 
> wider emotional panel 
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Some results (Nadine) 
#  Physiological patterning from face and gaze expressions 
!  Some intra-individual regularity noticed for the most frequent emotions 
%  “Surprise” = eyebrow raising (19/22 cases), often combined with an 
exaggerated opening of the eyes (12/22 cases) 
BUT this combination of parameters is also true for “fear” (5/7 cases), 
“disappointment” (3/8 cases) and “annoyance” (3/16 cases) 
>>> No clear physiological 
pattern that can be considered 
specific to one emotion or 
another!!! 
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Some results (Nadine) 
#  The most frequent emotions expressed through the face are congruent 
(complementary or redundant) with the contextual and linguistic information 
!  Yet, some facial emotions contradict the information conveyed by the context 
!  For instance, the annotation of “joy” does not mirror the information expressed 
Ex.: c’était un peu jeune quoi hein j’ai été un peu malheureuse là  
‘I was a little bit too young well I have been quite unhappy there’ 
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Some results (Nadine) 
#  The most frequent emotions expressed through the face are congruent 
(complementary or redundant) with the contextual and linguistic information 
!  Yet, some facial emotions contradict the information conveyed by the context 
!  For instance, the annotation of “joy” does not mirror the information expressed 
Ex.: c’était un peu jeune quoi hein j’ai été un peu malheureuse là  
‘I was a little bit too young well I have been quite unhappy there’ 
#  How can this contradiction be explained? What’s the role played by speech and/
or discourse markers in the disambiguation of emotional states?  
!  Nadine is maybe smiling here to mitigate the pain she is remembering > redundant 
with the function of the modal marker un peu “a bit” 
!  Discourse markers quoi, hein, là may have here an interpersonal function, stressing 
the need to share her painful experience with the interlocutor 
#  Nonverbal resources are a major channel of emotional expressivity and 
interactivity in the communicating subject  
!  Due to their ambiguous and complex structure, emotions are challenging to detect, 
even more in natural context (Douglas-Cowie et al., 2003: 36-38) 
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On-going and future work 
!  Longitudinal data (mild-cognitively impaired persons: 23<n<26/30 at 
the MoCA test) in Belgian-French and French-French (CorpAGEst and 
G. Duboisdindien PhD. Thesis) 
!  Function categories for (non)verbal pragmatic markers (Crible & Bolly, 
submitted ICLC2015; Bolly & Crible, submitted IPrA2015)  
!  Cognition and pragmatic gestures/markers (Bolly 2014 MAMUD, Bolly 
submitted ICLC2015) 
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On-going and future work 
!  Longitudinal data (mild-cognitively impaired persons: 23<n<26/30 at 
the MoCA test) in Belgian-French and French-French (CorpAGEst and 
G. Duboisdindien PhD. Thesis) 
!  Function categories for (non)verbal pragmatic markers (Crible & Bolly, 
submitted ICLC2015; Bolly & Crible, submitted IPrA2015)  
!  Cognition and pragmatic gestures/markers (Bolly 2014 MAMUD, Bolly 
submitted ICLC2015) 
!  Prosodic information to be explored > Prosodic and gestural 
repetition (Gerstenberg & Bolly submitted IPrA2015) 
 
#  The knowledge acquired will be transferable to other disciplines 
!  Psychology > “Does anxiety have an impact on the elderly’s pragmatic 
competence” 
!  Sociolinguistics > “To what extent does the everyday environment of older 
people have an impact on their successful aging?” 
!  Computer sciences > “To what extent can pragmatic phenomena be 
processed automatically?” 
!  Health sciences > “What is the impact of medication on the pragmatic 
competence of very old healthy people?” 
!  … 
Conclusion 
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Annotated data will be especially useful for the social sciences where 
large corpora are being used more and more to support new insights, 
in a way which was not imaginable few years ago  
corpagest.org 
Thanks to them all! 
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